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Context Clues
Context clues are hints that an author gives to 
help define a difficult or unusual word. The clue may appear 
within the same sentence as the word to which it refers, 
or it may follow in a preceding sentence. Because most of 
one’s vocabulary is gained through reading, it is important 
that you be able to recognize and take advantage of context 
clues.1 
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Context Clues 1
Abstract
Context Clues explores the tensions between identity and 
appearance, especially as it relates to queer identities and 
the bodies that carry them. 
It assumes that identity and appearance aren’t always straight 
forward or line up in expected ways.
It aims to expose our discomfort about this uncertainty. 
It explores how we look at and evaluate others; what we observe 
and what we fill in.
It compares how we look at others and how we look to others. 
It critiques the absurdity of how people perceive and interact 
with each other, by putting them in uncomfortable scenarios and 
exaggerating awkward situations.
It examines how we learn to interact by observing others and 
how, like spies, we begin to decode identity. 
It confronts social norms and etiquette around appearance-based 
assumptions and stereotypes.
This body further considers what it means to re-categorize 
people. While we tend to think of categories as fixed, these 
interventions force active participants to confront the 
tensions, along with the fluidity of, identity and appearance.
2 Context Clues 3
4 Context Clues 5
	 People	often	disguise	themselves	completely,	but	what	does	it	
mean	to	look	enough	like	oneself	to	be	recognized,	but	to	be	off	enough	to	
be	considered	false?	A	minimal	disguise.
 I am turning myself into my own doppelgänger.
	 Equipped	with	no	other	additions	than	a	set	of	false	teeth,	I	am	
becoming	my	doppelgänger.1		She	and	I	aim	to	challenge	assumptions	of	
identity	based	on	appearance	and	question	the	categories	we	put	people	in	
based	on	those	assumptions.	Jasper	Johns	commented	on	this	idea	when	
he	noted	that	he	is	“interested	in	pushing	an	object	to	the	point	where	it	
threatened	to	become	something	else,	but	not	quite.”2	It	is	in	this	space	
of	ambiguity,	that	I	am	exploring.	What	is	the	place	where	a	person	fails	
to	be	placed	and	is	left	in	between?	In	this	space	there	is	room	to	think	of	
people	on	their	own	and	to	take	them	from	something	known	to	something	
to	be	relearned.	It	is	also	a	space	to	question	the	unambiguous	things	
we	encounter	and	why	we	are	so	quick	to	dismiss	their	properties	and	
trade	them	in	for	something	neatly	packaged	and	already	known.	When	
something	know	takes	on	an	unlikely	attribute	it	becomes	displaced	in	our	
minds;	we	experience	this	as	something	uncanny.	
	 Sigmund	Freud	describes	the	uncanny	as	“that	class	of	the	
terrifying	which	leads	back	to	something	long	known	to	us,	once	very	
familiar.”3	For	Freud	there	are	two	approaches	to	understanding	the	
uncanny.	One	is	to	understand	it	through	language.	The	other	is	to	take	in	
all	accounts	of	uncanniness	and	figure	out	what	is	common	in	all	accounts.	
Both	of	his	approaches	encounter	the	uncanny.	I	am	trying	to	understand	
the	uncanny	from	the	other	side,	from	being	encountered	and	impressing	
an uncanny affect. 
	 The	uncanny	is	a	tool	for	perception.	It	allows	someone	to	
encounter	something	typical	from	their	every	day,	but	it	instills	a	sense	
of	discomfort	and	agitation	upon	its	encounter.	These	displaced	feelings	
often	lead	to	a	double-take	and	therefore	beckon	closer	examination.		
Doppelganging
“If you had a twin I would still choose you.”
  -Drake
  He watched as I changed in front of 
him. I watched his eyes change where they 
looked. He diverted his gaze from my mouth 
to my eyes. When they locked with mine they 
arrived empty. His impression of me had 
changed. 
 The difference in my appearance 
was subtle, but that subtly made a dramatic 
impact. He tried [to tune in to our prior 
conversation as I spoke) listening to my  
residual words from our previous  
conversation, but he was absent. He began a 
new conversation; one where my appearance was 
the focal point. Not as subtle as my  
transformation was his opening statement, 
“It’s as if your IQ has dropped a number of 
points.” “But my words are the same.” I now 
spoke with a lisp. My mouth accumulated spit 
between my tongue and my teeth. My upper lip 
protruded further and was the only part of my 
body that behaved differently. 
 I could see him losing patience with 
me. He became simultaneously distracted and 
hyper focused. I watched him fixate on my eyes 
as not to stare at my mouth. My value was 
being diminished and he was repressing his 
demeanor. He surveyed my face and landed on 
my mouth. He became acutely observant of the 
affects of the apparatus. As he obsessed over 
my appearance, so had I. He was not the same, 
but only I had changed. 
 I removed my teeth and a stream of 
spit followed. Still attached by an umbilical 
cord of saliva, I quickly covered my mouth, 
and covered my teeth, and apologized. 
..
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	 That	which	is	uncanny	acts	as	a	vehicle	to	understand	our	
relationships	to	categorization.	The	subtle	alteration	of	what	is	familiar	
doesn’t	allow	the	viewer	to	immediately	recognize	what	it	is	seeing.	In	this	
moment	the	viewer	is	figuring	out	all	the	things	it	is	like	and	trying	to	find	
a	category	that	it	can	place	it	in	to	move	on.	By	creating	these	moments	
of	ambiguation	the	viewer	is	forced	to	think	longer	about	what	they	are	
encountering.	Therefore,	they	are	forming	a	more	intimate	relationship	
with	what	they	are	encountering	rather	than	dismissing	it	as	something	
close	enough	to	that	which	is	already	known.
	 The	intimacy	of	the	piece	is	twofold;	it	reveals	itself	in	the	
performance	and	in	the	process.	The	relationship	formed	by	the	viewer	
is	equally	intimate	to	the	relationship	I	form	with	my	doppelgänger	and	
by	proxy	my	teeth	model.	These	teeth	are	not	merely	sculpted,	but	are	
the	teeth	of	someone	else;	someone	I	know	well.	They	were	cast	from	the	
owner’s	mouth	and	placed	in	mine;	this	cavity	fits	me	alone.	There	is	a	
push	and	pull	of	intimacy;	of	wearing	something	that	belongs	to	someone	
else,	that	is	housed	in	their	mouth,	to	using	that	apparatus	to	convey	an	
effect	of	distance.	
 
	 In	terms	of	how	I	appear	to	the	world,	both	visually	and	
behaviorally,	the	teeth	alter	a	few	things.	They	disrupt	my	usual	visual	
appearance,	facial	movements,	and	voice.	In	terms	of	impression	the	teeth	
seem	to	do	one	of	two	things;	they	place	me	in	the	category	of	not	me,	
even	when	it	is	known	that	it	is	me,	or	they	place	me	in	the	category	of	me	
when	it	is	unknown	whether	it	is	me	or	not.	The	latter	is	also	the	effect	of	
doppelgängers.	They	are	recognized	as	someone	familiar	and	believed	to	be	
known,	but	upon	further	investigation	reveal	themselves	to	be	neither.	My	
transformation	(putting	on	the	false	teeth)	was	done	right	on	front	of	him.	
He	knew	it	was	me	the	entire	time,	but	after	I	became	my	doppelgänger	he	
related	to	me	as	if	I	were	a	different	person.
 I call this practice doppelgänging.   
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Catgories
 
 According to Merriam-
Webster a category is “any of several 
fundamental and distinct classes to 
which entities or concepts belong.” 
The world would pretty much fall apart 
without categories. Categorization 
seems simple, innate, and unconscious, 
but it is more complex than we 
think. “There is nothing more basic 
than categorization to our thought, 
perception, action, and speech. 
Every time we see something as a 
kind of thing, for example, a tree, 
we are categorizing.” In Women, 
Fire, and Dangerous Things, George 
Lakoff discusses two theories of 
categorization; classical theory and 
prototype theory. 
 Classical theory assumes 
that things are placed in the same 
category because they have the 
same properties and that those 
properties define the boundaries of 
the category. It is also assumed that 
these properties are inherent to its 
members. Classical theory was thought 
of as undeniable truth. It is not 
derived from empirical thought, but 
has been deemed unquestionable until 
recently. It is rooted in Western 
ideals of reason, which have “long 
been assumed to be disembodied and 
abstract….”1 To question the theory 
of categorization is to question our 
understanding of reason and the rest 
of our understanding of the world. 
 
 Eleanor Rosch, cognitive 
psychologist, realized two 
implications of classical theory. 
First, if a category is defined by a 
set of properties no one thing in 
that group should be a better display 
of those properties than another. 
The best display of properties in a 
category is called the prototype. 
Therefore, there should be no 
prototype in classical theory. Second, 
if categories are defined by inherent 
properties of their members then the 
humans who are categorizing should not 
play a factor in their categorization. 
For example, categorizing should not 
involve a human’s ability to perceive 
or remember to categorize its members 
if the members being categorized have 
inherent properties. 
 
  
 These implications led her 
to see the faultiness in classical 
theory and propose prototype theory. 
Prototype theory suggested that there 
is a member of a category that is 
most central to the group. It also 
doesn’t ignore the fact that humans 
influence the things they categorize. 
Prototype theory “suggests that human 
categorization is essentially a 
matter of both human experience and 
imagination— of perception, motor 
activity, and culture on the one hand, 
and of metaphor, metonymy, and mental 
imagery on the other.”2
 “Most categorization is 
automatic and unconscious, and if we 
become aware of it at all, it is only 
in problematic cases. In moving about 
the world, we automatically categorize 
people, animals, and physical objects, 
both natural and man-made. This 
sometimes leads to the impression that 
we just categorize things as they are, 
that things come in natural kinds, and 
that our categories of mind naturally 
fit the kinds of things there are in 
the world. But a large proportion of 
our categories are not categories 
of things; they are categories of 
abstract entities.”3
 
 Categories help us understand 
the world; without them we would 
have to encounter everything with 
fresh eyes all the time, which 
would be exhausting. Categorizing 
people becomes a problem when the 
category becomes the stand in for the 
individual. Like a synecdoche; we 
use a part to represent the whole.4 
This takes the individual out of 
the individual. In this case, the 
individual can be anyone that fits in 
that category, and can be replaced 
with any other individual. If we 
categorize people in the classical 
sense then each member of the category 
has the same attributes that the 
category is made for, and no member 
makes a better prototype.  
 It is convenient to think in 
terms of binaries; in terms of two 
things that are decidedly separate 
from each other. These things do not 
necessarily have to oppose, but often 
do. They are two choices within a 
category, which makes it a convenient 
method of categorization.  
 When it comes to identities, 
binaries are too limiting. They fail 
to take into account the complexity 
and nuances that individuals and their 
identities hold. Although, binaries 
are useful in other realms. They are 
successful in conveying meaning when 
meaning doesn’t need to be conveyed 
beyond one variable. 
 A spectrum is a band in which 
things can be placed. Instead of a 
binary system where it is either black 
or white, a spectrum constructs a 
middle gradient of greys. It allows 
for more possibilities than two, but 
those are limited to the range that 
is bound by the initial binary. A 
spectrum needs binary bookends to hold 
it together. 
 In the context of speaking, 
something that is ambiguous is known 
and defined by the speaker, but is 
not understood by the hearer. It is 
not to be confused with vagueness. 
Something is ambiguous when it can 
be interpreted as more than one 
understood thing. Therefore, it is 
not vague, which would be indefinite 
or non-specific. An ambiguous thing 
is something known, but has more 
possibilities of interpretation than 
one; which often causes confusion or 
displacement. As Fred Davis said, 
“Ambiguity, or rather our experience 
of it, recognizes the possibility of 
alternative, contradictory, or obscure 
interpretations.”5
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Ambiguity resonates in terms 
of identity because individuals are 
more complex and nuanced than what a 
binary or a spectrum can account for. 
It rejects that something must be this 
or that, or fall neatly within this or 
that. It hints toward multiple things 
at once; and because it is rooted in 
the familiar it is still readable 
to those who are invested in binary 
thought.
 Deborah Tannen famously 
links the linguistic concept of 
markedness to social constructions 
and gendered apparel in her essay 
There is No Unmarked Woman.6 In 
linguistics something is marked when 
there is an added particle that 
changes the meaning of the word, but 
the particle has no meaning on its 
own. The unmarked is the natural 
or normal state. I will venture to 
suggest that unmarked also suggests 
queer. Calling one thing marked and 
another unmarked is a binary strategy 
for categorization. It is also a tool 
to show otherness and things that are 
outside of the norm and therefore 
what we typically acknowledge and 
understand how to categorize. 
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This	series	of	self	portraits	is	neither	of	
me	nor	taken	by	me.	They	are	found	 
images	from	social	media	of	people	who,	
I	believe,	resemble	me.
Self Portrait Series
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	 “When	I	grow	up	I’m	going	to	find	out	everything	about	
everybody	and	put	it	all	in	a	book.	The	book	is	going	to	be	called	Secrets	
by	Harriet	M.	Welsch.	I	will	also	have	photographs	in	it	and	maybe	some	
medical carts if I can get them.”-	Harriet	the	Spy1
Looking and Listening
A field guide to Eavesdropping and People Watching- 
with an introduction by Harriet the Spy.
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 Suggested Equipment***
Headphones [and something to connect them too*]
• Nothing will be playing; you need to listen, but create the 
illusion that you are tuned in and tuned out. 
• If you have nothing to connect the headphones to, option 2 is to 
put the headphone jack in your pocket.** 
A Book
• Content doesn’t matter [you can use this book]
• Neither does language
• It is important that your book is held in the correct orientation and 
pages are turned at appropriate intervals 
A Wholesome Look
• This isn’t often a choice, but if it is for you, turn it on. 
A Disguise [when a wholesome look is not an option] 
• Blend in. Look friendly. Look unassuming. Look bland. Look unnoticeable. 
Look around for who you might overlook. Look like that. 
A Laptop [good luck being inconspicuous with a desktop computer out in public]
• A computer screen is nice to hide behind
• It is also a good save; your eyes can quickly dart behind it.
Sunglasses [Pull the Mary-Kate and Ashely Olsen in public]
*The	connection	is	not	necessary,	but	it	creates	a	more	believable	illusion.	
**Option	2	works	best	with	a	pocket.
***Be	sure	to	bring	your	equipment	with	you	to	your	selected	environment.	
 Why look?
 This is about observation. This is about collecting. You are searching 
for examples. You need to gather enough. Remember you are trying to learn. 
Remember you are learning to learn.
By the time you reach the end of this guide you will be a pro and will be able to 
extract valuable observations from even the most restricted situations. 
	 “Spies	succeed	only	when	they	are	well	camouflaged.	
Dissimulation,	hiding,	and	absolute	self	awareness	are	the	hallmarks	of	
their	success.	and	let’s	not	forget	there	is	a	kind	of	narcissistic	pleasure	
in	being	a	spy,	in	pulling	the	wool	over	others’	eyes,	in	the	act	of	hiding	
in	plain	sight.	and	we’ve	lost	sight	of	the	powerful	fulfillment	that	this	
entails.	in	fact,	queer	culture	was	once	celebrated	for	its	sophisticated	
antenna,	for	its	ability	to	pick	up	what	others	could	not,	its	familiarity,	its	
secrets.	Spies,	after	all,	always	know	the	other	spies.”-	Jonathan	Katz
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  Where to Look/Listen
 Like the age old debate of whether milk is poured in before or after 
tea, it is widely debated whether the eavesdroppee or the environment is selected 
first.*
There are two scales of environment: 
1. The location that you choose to be in at large. Places like coffee 
shops, malls, and park fit into this category. 
2. The small scale environment is referred to as the post. In the scope 
of the previously mentioned environments, examples of posts would be 
cafe table, mall bench, and place on grass.
A few things to keep in mind when selecting your environment:
• The mall brings all the weirdoes out
• Coffee shops let you camp out
• Sunglasses let you do it anywhere
 Sight goes both ways. Likely if you can see someone, they can see you. 
If things get hairy and eavesdroppees get suspicious, to borrow and tweak from 
real estate, ‘relocate relocate relocate.’
*Often,	following	one	person	from	location	to	location	is	stalking.	If	that’s	
what	you	are	going	for,	you	need	to	consult	a	different	field	guide.	
  Who to Look at: The Eavesdroppee
 You need to find the perfect eavesdroppee, which is to say, someone to 
eavesdrop on. 
Here are some suggestions for the perfect eavesdroppee:
• Someone who speaks clearly and enunciates [but who doesn’t like a 
challenge every once and a while?]
• Someone in close proximity 
• Someone conversing with another or talking to themselves [that might 
be more intriguing]
• Someone who is moving could be tricky but you can dart your 
eyes around the room to keep up with them, people watching plus 
eavesdropping- get a better understanding of your person
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  How to Look and Listen
• Scope out your environment
• Set your target
• Lock your target
• Begin watching
 Pick someone that is far away, but has to speak loudly and clear, like a 
barista or cashier, face them with your computer, you can hide behind it. This is 
practice. Stay in character. 
 
 Sit with your head down as if you are tired. Rub your temples, this 
makes it look like you are concentrating very hard on something, or are 
frustrated, either way it makes you appear preoccupied. No one will suspect a 
thing. Yawn. Put your elbows on the table.
 Hold your breathe if you are close- [you want to be invisible]
If you are present you might as well join the conversation, but that takes 
courage; there is vulnerability that comes with speaking. Your voice will, most 
likely, be heard. You may be asked questions. You may be questioned. This is 
exposure. *
 Remember: Someone can’t hear if you are listening, but someone can see 
if you are watching. 
*earbuds	are	not	permitted
  Suggested Methods for Recording
• Camera
• Recorder
• Pen and paper [napkin]
• Phone
• Photographic memory
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  What to do if You get Caught
There are a few levels of getting caught:
1. The Glare of Acknowledgement -- [They see you see them]
2. The Self Awareness Shift -- [They see you see them and they block 
your view or change their behavior.] 
3. Confrontation -- [They see you see them and they confront you about 
it; either verbally, with gestures, or physically.] 
Here are some responses to getting caught: [organized from least to most mature]  
Hide:
• physically remove yourself from your viewing area
• dispose of your field notes
• garbage
• fire
• digest 
Reject:
• refuse to acknowledge your behavior as wrong doing
• do not let the eavesdroppee convince you otherwise
Ignore:
• pretend that nothing happened
• ignore the situation
• ignore their reactions
• if you can no longer ignore them act innocent 
Blame: 
• reject any accusation toward you 
• place the blame on someone else
• or blame the eavesdroppee because their behavior beckoned for it. 
They were asking for it
Apologize:
• arguably the most mature of the response
• let your eavesdroppee know that you are hearing them out [only if 
they are speaking to you, level 3]
• apologize for your behavior
• agree with them
• they are right
Assimilate:
• only the most mature when paired with apology
• after apologizing [see above] become part of the group.
• join a conversation with them
• introduce yourself
• share this book with them
• tag team and eavesdrop on somebody else 
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Eavesdroppees may be 
ubiquitous enough to 
transcend settings and 
still obtain decent 
results. Choose a new 
setting at your own 
discretion.
If you’ve been watching me, you know where my favorite environment is. 
This board was created in that setting, for that setting.* 
Tear the the board out, or use this book to hide behind. You do you. 
Bring your own chips, or use the crumbs from your overpriced pastry. 
Let them stain the sheets. Apply lipstick, leave your mark on your 
observations.
  
Pop Quiz
Time to hone your skills.
*
wood working 
dad with baby
bow tie  
wearing sudoko 
solver
creepy 
landlord in 
sandals
short silver 
fox faux hawk
english phd 
from okc
redhead with 
glasses also 
creepy. very 
creepy
paperback  
novel sad 
faded bleached 
hair teen
physical 
trainer with 
sunglasses
colorful 
notebook 
drawer with 
moustache 
and sad 
disposition
lanky, slouchy 
skateboarder 
boy
long, curly, 
blonde hair- 
masculine 
energy lady
girl with 
Paola’s hair, 
square butt
early twenties 
alternative 
boy with belly
white hair 
always looks 
suspicious 
and guilty, 
slouchy 
large, 
scrunched, 
cabbage patch 
face lady
curly top at 
circle table- 
stares 
David the 
gnome- hipster 
carpenter 
lesbian with 
anime hair
piercing blue, 
nervous eyes- 
walks a lot
handwritten 
letters-  
undercut
dapper dresser 
friend of a 
friend
plays the 
ukulele and 
has the face 
of somebody I 
know
middle-aged, 
yoga posture 
providence 
tattoo
the 
reader/writer 
dyed blonde 
bohemian/artist 
boy/man
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Saturated 
Camouflage
 In a coffee shop he is the most  
visible thing. On the sea, ideally, he is 
the least. He didn’t stand a chance in this 
sea of beige. In the nude he would be less 
likely to stand out. His flesh would match 
the doughy skin of the pastries and the faux 
plaster walls.
 Instead of escaping sight he became 
a target; my target. My eyes locked on him; 
following his movements through the space.  
He was so saturated. My eyes were on him  
even when he was close; when my gaze should 
have been diverted to secure isolation and  
disinterest in the subject. He did not  
reciprocate the gaze nor did he indulge in 
the fact that he was being looked at; even 
though he was aware of who was doing the 
looking. Or, was he ultimately convinced  
by his dress? Did it, in fact, render  
him Winvisible? 
 In our closeness information was 
confirmed: U.S. Navy. Although, in the water 
the only part of his body afloat would the be 
only part untouched by his camouflage. I  
questioned the effectiveness of his attire; 
his pixel doused disguise. 
 Is the pixilation due to the lack of 
seeing or the obstruction of sight? Are all 
visual encounters in which he could be seen 
performed through a lens or screen or frame, 
therefore rendering him pixelated from the 
beginning? The camouflage is two-fold; to  
mimic the colours and tones of the  
surroundings and to mimic the digital  
landscape in which he would appear to be 
seen, but likely not.
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	 Contouring	is	a	popular	
makeup	technique	whose	purpose	
is	to	give	the	illusion	of	a	different	
shape	face	by	accentuating	natural	
highlights	and	shadows.	My	
technique	reverses	the	application	
locations	of	highlights	and	
shadows.	
 
	 Reverse	contouring	is	an	attempt	to	flatten	the	face	by	
reducing	structure	and	diminishing	details.	It	is	a	doppelgänging	
method.	It	is	a	neutralization	of	contrasts.	By	blending	into	oneself	
it	allows	one	to	disguise	oneself	as	oneself.	
Reverse Contour
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Hmmmmm	well	in	terms	of	your	gen-
der	presentation	you’re	pretty	feminine	
so	most	people	just	assume	that	means	
straight.	I	think	you	look	straight	in	that	
you’re	not	androgynous	or	butch	but	I	
don’t	think	it’s	fair	to	assign	sexuality	
based	on	appearance.	Also	when	I	met	you	
I	had	an	inkling	that	you	might	be	gay	but	
maybe	I	was	just	hopeful
gay	to	straight	don’t	know	how	to	answer	
that.	Somewhere	in	the	middle?	I	don’t	
know-	Not	my	place	really.	And	I	have	
terrible	gaydar.	I	guess	on	a	scale	of	1	
completely	hetero	10	completely	homo,	I’d	
say	a	6?
Ummmmm	I	
honestly	couldn’t	
say.	Maybe	5?	that	
number	seems	a	little	
arbitrary	though	
(I	feel	like	you’ve	
been	relatively	vocal	
about	it	for	most	of	
the	time	I’ve	known	
you?)
When	I	first	met	you,	I	didn’t	
think	about	it	at	all.	I	think	I	
said	something	to	you	early	
on	that	inferred	an	 
assumption	that	you	were	
straight,	but	I	immediately	
thought	I	shouldn’t	make	
that	assumption.	I	try	not	to	
assume	things	like	that.	You	
also	were	really	ambiguous	
about	it	with	your	language,	
more	so	than	others,	so	I	 
suspected	for	a	while	before	
you	ever	said	anything	 
concrete	about	it.	
You	come	off	gay	but	I	wasn’t	
sure	if	you	knew	abt	it	yet.	
(When	I	met	you	but	I	might	
think	the	same	thing	now?)
As	far	as	the	gay	to	
straight	mark,	 
looking	at	you	I	
would	never	know.	
In	high	school	I	
thought	you	weren’t	
comfortable	in	
the	boy	girl	arena.	
But then when 
you	never	talked	
about	men	and	only	
women	in	college	I	
knew.	Why	do	you	
want	to	know?
And	umm	I	don’t	
know	I	wouldn’t	
assume	you	were	but	
also	isn’t	shocking	
like	with	some	people
Um	in	the	middle	
somewhere,	leaning	
gay
Every	year	you	get	a	
little	gayer
You	mean,	like	if	I	didn’t	know	
you?	Because	I	KNOW	YOU.	If	I	didn’t	
know	you	I	think	you’d	appear	more	
straight?	Or	asexual?	I’m	not	a	fair	
judge	because	I	know	you	too	well.
My	initial	impression	was	that	I	would	not	
have	pick	either	category	at	first	inter-
action,	though	it	is	hard	to	know	if	my	
response	was	skewed	by	the	fact	that	you	
had	already	identified	one	way	to	me	at	
our	first	meeting.	I	think	having	spent	
a	lot	of	time	and	most	of	my	life	around	
queer	folk,	I	would	have	thought	either	(or	
neither)	would	have	been	a	possibility.	As	
we	have	discussed,	gender	presentation	
often	becomes	the	“tell”	people	use	for	gay	
v.	straight.	Being	a	lesbian	who	has	a	femi-
nine	gender	presentation	that	often	leads	
to	being	identified	as	straight,	I	would	not	
have	assumed	you	were	straight	based	on	
your	gender	presentation,	which	I	have	
perceived	to	be	primarily	feminine	in	our	
time	working	together.
Hmm.	I	don’t	think	I	thought	
about	it	before	so	much,	until	
maybe	last	week,	when	it	seemed	
like	a	lot	of	things	your	list	
collection	had	to	do	with	gay/
straight/gender/spectrum—then	
I	thought	about	it.	I’d	say	you	
come	across	as	somewhere	
on	the	top	of	the	triangle.	The	
triangle	on	the	tipping	scales	
diagram,	that	is.	
That’s	a	tough	question.	
In	this	day	in	age	you	can	
pass	as	a	tomboyish	hipster	
straight	girl	just	as	much	as	
you	can	pass	as	a	tomboyish	
gay	girl.	So	I’d	say	that	puts	
you	at	a	5.
I	don’t	know.	
I’ve	never	been	a	
good	judge	of	that	
and	it’s	different	
because	I	know	
you	and	you	are	
my	sister.	I	think	
somewhere	in	the	
middle
Some	where	in	the	middle	not	
pointedly	straight	but	not	par-
ticularly	not	straight.	Somewhat	
ambiguous.	Where	would	you	
like	to	be	?	That	is	more	 
important	I	think...
Haha	-	in	the	survey	or	life?	At	
risd,	I	wouldn’t	have	suspected	
it	if	you	didn’t	mention	it.	Every	
where	else	the	thought	would’ve	
crossed	my	mind	briefly	but	not	
much	more	than	that.	Is	this	an	
existential	crisis?
I	dunno.	I	think	
you	come	off	as	
straight.	But	if	that	
wasn’t	the	situation	
I	also	wouldn’t	be	
surprised	I	guess.	
So	in	the	middle	
somewhere?
I’d	make	you	a	5.	Maybe	a	4.	Brittany	
thinks	you’ve	always	seemed	straight	
Btw.	The	other	day	she	said	“Brynn	doesn’t	
like	boys	at	all?	I	always	thought	she	did”	
and	I	said...when	have	you	ever	spoke	to	
brynn?	Lol.	4	closer	to	gay	and	yes	out	
of	10.	From	years	of	knowing	you	is	say	
3.	First	meeting	you	I’d	say	5	or	6.	That	my	
final	answer.	lol
Gayyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy
	Of	course	it’s	hard	to	be	objective	
but	i	think	i	would	scale	you	from	
questioning-gay	on	the	spectrum	if	
i	was	just	meeting	you
you	come	off	pretty	gay,	could	be	more	I	
spose
On a scale of gay to 
straight, how do I come 
off?:
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<3	heartthrob	<33:	Harry Styles
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<3	heartthrob	<33: Jared Leto
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<3	heartthrob	<33:	Alice Neel
“Strictly	speaking,	true	androgyny	
would	involve	a	melding	or	
muting	of	gender-specific	items	
of	apparel	and	appearance	so	
thorough	as	to	obliterate	anything	
beyond	a	biological	“reading”	of	
a	person’s	sex.	In	other	words,	
apart	from	such	visible	biological	
characteristic,	the	clothing	and	
other	costuming	borne	by	the	
person	would	have	“nothing	to	
say”	on	the	matter	of	gender	or	
sexual	role.”1
“(Re-posing	as	the	only	form	
of	responding.	For	women,	
all	correspondence	is	a	reply,	
including	the	initial	letter.)	In	
order	to	critique	the	imitative	
pose	she	enacted	that	pose	and	
thereby	reproduced	it.”3
“Sherman’s’	works	
suggests	that	female	
subjectivity	resides	
in	disguise	and	
displacement.	She	
uses	the	self-portrait	
to	investigate	the	
foundational	otherness	
of	women	within	
contemporary	Western	
representation.”4 
“That	is,	the	Surrealist	concern	with	‘the	uncanny’	in	subjective	life,	
with	familiar	images,	objects,	or	events	made	strange	by	repression,	
may	be	connected	to	the	Marxist	concern	with	‘the	nonsynchronous’	
in	historical	life—with	the	uneven	development	of	social	relations	
and	productive	modes.	The	very	force	of	Surrealist	objects	like	the	
slipper-spoon	may	depend	on	this	connection	between	subjective	
and	social	histories.”2
I	am	not	just	trying	to	mimic	their	
image,	but	mimic	their	affect.	Through	
comparative	photographs	I	am	trying	to	
become	these	heartthrobs.
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How	do	I	become	the	idolized	(idealized)	form?	
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Are you an only child?
I am not. I have a younger 
sister.
Did that give you some 
impulse toward disguise 
and impersonation?
She and I were always playing 
house, or making up dances and 
skits. I also spent a lot of 
time in front of a mirror when 
I was a dancer. Understanding 
how my body moves in a mirror 
turned out to be practice 
for mimicking postures and 
expressions for photos. 
From imitating or resisting 
the examples of your siblings?
I don’t think either. We have 
pretty distinct personalities. 
At what point did you start 
scanning the Internet for 
promptings instead of scanning 
the street?
I have grown up with and have 
always been present in both 
worlds [URL and IRL]. Using 
the digital realm as a medium 
and as a place began in the 
last few years when it became 
a primary mode of interaction.
How does one series end and 
another begin?
Sometimes the boundaries are 
blurred, but sometimes the 
containers are strict and 
anything that doesn’t fit, 
doesn’t belong. 
What kind of working hours do 
you keep?
This question feels like it is 
prodding for productivity.  
Do you think of the 
photographic object as your 
work, or do you think of the 
insides of the images as 
your work?
It is not universal, and 
depends on the series or 
piece. For instance, I 
think of photographs of the 
Heartthrob series as my 
work, but I think of the 
conversation and idea of 
doppelgänging as my work; the 
image is an accessory. 
Why do you work alone? Is it 
about privacy?
Unless I am working with 
people. I am easily distracted 
and in turn probably one of 
the most distracting people 
you will meet.
Understudy
At what level do you consider 
how people are going to take 
what you’ve done?
I plan for different levels 
of investment and interaction 
with the work. Someone who is 
willing to spend time with it 
will be rewarded for it, but I 
think the work is compelling 
at its surface level as well. 
Is there social 
critique implied?
Has anyone told you that 
they recognize themselves in 
your work?
Not yet, but I will use this 
response space to put out a 
call to my doppelgängers. If 
you looklikeme contactme
In some pictures it looks as 
if the character is singing or 
crying. Do you ever vocalize 
when shooting?
This seems too personal to 
answer. 
What about humor? It seems 
like there’s more license 
to laugh in some images 
than others.
There is more license to laugh 
at some jokes than others. 
You hear enough jokes to 
understand intent and your 
own boundaries. Not all humor 
is created with the same 
effect in mind. Laughter is a 
reaction, but not a response.
And the most difficult 
work technically?
Finding my files and using 
google docs.
Do you feel that you’ve been 
working out somekind of 
reconciliation with the world 
you find yourself in, the body 
you find yourself in?
I so often try to ignore the 
fact that I have a body, but 
it is such a presence in my 
work. My body of work. 
This	interview	of	Cindy	Sherman	by	art	critic	Kenneth	Baker	originally	appeared	in	the	San	
Francisco	Chronicle	on	July,	8th	2012.	In	this	version	Baker	interviews	me.	
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	 The	sign	clipped	around	my	neck	like	a	dentist	bib	read,	“Brynn,”	
and	the	sandwich	board	on	the	table	read	“Dating	practice.”	As	I	sat	in	
anticipation	my	fellow	researcher	Kelly	approached	strangers	in	the	park	
asking	them	if	they	would	like	to	go	on	a	practice	date	with	me.
	 Prior	to	this	experiment,	I	spent	countless	hours	swiping	through	
OkCupid	trying	to	formulate	my	own	dating	life.	By	this	point	there	had	
come	to	be	a	list	of	people	with	whom	I	regularly	messaged	and	had	
initiated	potential	plans	with.	I	wanted	to	rehearse	these	potential	dates	
before	actually	going	on	them.	What	would	it	be	like	to	encounter	these	
people	in	real	life?
	 After	agreeing	to	help	me	out	on	my	quest	to	be	less	alone,	the	
volunteer	was	brought	to	the	dating	table	and	seated	across	from	me.	Each	
volunteer	was	shown	three	cards	upon	sitting	at	the	table.	Each	card	had	
the	profile	picture	of	one	of	my	potential	dates	from	OkCupid.	I	asked	the	
volunteer	to	choose	the	identity	they	wished	to	assume.	After	choosing	a	
persona	from	the	set	of	three	it	was	revealed	to	them	that	there	was	more	
on	the	back	of	the	card.	Printed	on	the	back	was	that	person’s	OkCupid	
profile;	all	the	information	they	had	made	public	about	themselves.	I	
call	this	the	script.	Each	volunteer	read	their	script	carefully	and	got	
into	character	before	the	practice	date	began.	Once	they	felt	comfortable	
performing	their	chosen	role	I	asked	them	to	clip	the	card	around	their	
neck,	like	the	bib	name	tag	I	had	on.	The	profile	photo	was	facing	me.
	 Only	when	the	volunteer	assumed	their	role	did	I	introduce	myself.	
Because	most	of	my	volunteers	were	in	the	park	killing	time	waiting	for	
their	Shake	Shack	orders,	we	kept	the	date	short,	5-10	minutes,	and	limited	
it	to	across	the	table	talk.	No	activities	were	involved.	They	were	doing	me	
a	favor;	I	didn’t	want	to	ask	too	much	of	them.	After	all,	this	was	only	our	
first	practice	date.		;	)
	 I	went	on	four	dates	in	total.	The	first	was	with	someone	that	I	
already	knew,	so	I	could	practice	practicing.	The	other	volunteers	I	did	not	
know.	From	here	on	I	will	refer	to	the	volunteers	as	performers.
First Atempt: Dating Practice
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	 I	was	surprised	to	realize	each	performer’s	level	of	personal	
investment	in	the	piece.	Was	it	because	they	were	sympathetic	or	pitied	
me?	Maybe	waiting	in	line	at	Shake	Shack	is	like	a	trip	to	the	DMV	and	I	
was	a	moment	of	relief.	Either	way,	they	felt	their	biggest	responsibility	
was	to	be	helpful	and	to	them	that	meant	following	the	rules	and	staying	 
in character.
	 Our	dates	began	clumsily,	like	most	first	interactions.	Once	we	each	
found	our	conversational	footing	we	entered	into	a	comfortable	exchange.	
In	this	place	of	comfort,	they	began	to	break	character.	Because	we	had	
never	met,	I	didn’t	know	when	they	were	themselves	or	when	they	were	
following	their	script.	Only	they	knew.	Each	time	they	felt	themselves	
become	present	they	let	me	in	on	what	was	going	on.	They	would	stop	and	
think	of	what	their	persona	would	say,	then	they	would	sneak	a	peek	at	
their	script	and	fact	check.	I	am	their	audience,	but	even	when	they	slipped	
up	the	authenticity	of	the	performance	wasn’t	jeopardized.	They	believed	in	
their	performance,	and	even	when	they	didn’t	believe	in	their	performance	
they	wanted	me	to	believe	that	they	believed	in	it.	They	were	trying.	
	 It	all	started	with	OkCupid,	a	platform	for	online	dating.	Online	
dating	is	absurd.	Let’s	take	a	moment	to	think	about	this.	One	turns	on	
their	computer,	or	mobile	device,	and	opens	up	a	world	of	dating	unseen	
in	real	life.	At	first	the	world	seems	deeply	hidden	under	so	many	layers	of	
interaction,	but	once	you	are	there,	you	realize	it’s	not	so	deep.	
	 Upon	entering	this	semi-private/semi-public	landscape	a	part	
of	yourself	is	given	up.	It	works	like	a	grab	bag	in	middle	school,	you	can	
only	take	once	you	have	contributed.	You	must	create	a	profile	and	curate	
your	persona.	In	every	instance	of	online	matchmaking	the	first	encounter	
begins	with	a	photo.	To	move	beyond	the	photo	is	to	declare	investment.	
The	photo	is	so	prevalent	that	everyone	is	seen,	but	not	everyone	gets	
a	closer	look.	The	gateway	to	the	profile	is	through	the	profile	picture.	
We	all,	likely,	have	our	own	criteria	for	evaluation	and	tactics	for	profile	
navigation.	Personally,	once	I	get	to	a	profile	first	I	look	through	the	rest	of	
their	pictures.	If	they	still	seem	interesting	I	will	move	on	to	round	II.	I’ll	
scroll	down	their	profile	and	see	what	they	have	written	under	the	Six	things	
I	could	never	do	without	category.	I	never	actually	care	what	the	six	things	
are.	How	seriously	and	literally	they	answer	is	telling	of	their	personality.	It	
seems	that	most	of	what	I	learn	about	somebody	online	is	not	through	the	
information	they	reveal,	but	in	how	it	is	revealed.	Much	of	impression	is	
lost	in	image	and	written	word.	Only	a	small	fraction	of	one’s	essence	can	
be	successfully	accounted	for	via	profile.	
	 Dating	Practice	is	an	analog	version	of	a	digital	exchange.	Online	
dating	is	absurd	and	its	absurdities	become	more	noticeable	when	they	
are	translated	into	a	tangible	sphere.	We	don’t	often	stop	to	think	that	we	
are	initially	choosing	our	potential	dates	first	based	on	one	image,	likely	
surrounded	by	a	sea	of	hundreds	of	others	not	too	dissimilar.	I	mirrored	
the	approach.	To	ask	someone	to	choose	a	persona	to	assume	is	akin	to	
choosing	a	person	to	look	more	closely	at	online.	In	both	instances,	only	
after	the	initial	commitment	to	an	image	is	one	rewarded	with	more	
information	about	the	person:	their	profile,	in	the	case	of	dating	practice:	
their script.
	 Does	the	person	behind	the	profile	matter	or	will	any	stand-in	
given	the	script	do?	Along	with	pushing	my	social	anxiety	I	wanted	to	see	
if	the	person	across	the	table	could	be	anyone.	Through	our	previous	digital	
exchanges,	we	barely	knew	each	other,	but	there	was	enough	reciprocated	
intrigue	to	meet	one	day.	These	are	the	rehearsals	for	those	anticipated	
first	encounters.
	 Now,	practice date	is	not	a	phrase	that	is	familiar	in	everyone’s	
lexicon,	but	the	combination	of	words	reads	true	to	the	act,	quickly	letting	
people	deduce	what	is	being	asked	of	them.	As	Sociologist,	Erving	Goffman	
says,	when	someone	is	handed	a	script	they	understand	the	rules	of	
performance.1	This	became	evident	on	my	dates.
	 The	profile	card	functioned	both	as	their	script	and	their	mask.	
This	was	their	front.	The	“front”	is	the	setting	and	all	the	equipment	
needed	to	perform	an	act;	which	is	visible	to	the	audience	and	is	critical	
to	the	creation	of	a	believable	act.2	Included	in	fronts	are	“personal	
fronts,”	which	are	characteristics	attached	to	the	performer.	Some	of	
these	personal	fronts	are	fixed	and	some	of	them	are	varied.		Examples	of	
personal	fronts	are	“insignia	of	office	or	rank;	clothing;	sex,	age,	and	racial	
characteristics;	size	and	looks;	posture;	speech	patterns;	facial	expressions;	
bodily	gestures;	and	the	like.”	Dating	Practice	had	two	fronts:	the	setting	
of	the	Shake	Shack	waiting	area	including	the	table	at	which	we	sat,	and	
the	personal	fronts	that	were	attained	by	formulating	a	persona.	The	
performers	took	these	personas	as	characters	and	sincerely	tried	to	stay	in	
character	for	the	sake	of	the	piece.	
	 I	was	surprised	by	the	performers’	commitment,	and	how	
concerned	they	were	with	following	through	with	directions.	Kelly	and	I	
were	authorities	in	the	situation.	Having	us	present	during	their	task	likely	
kept	them	on	track	and	a	bit	self-conscious	about	their	performance.	This	
may	be	partly	due	to	the	nature	of	authority	and	partly	due	to	the	front.3 
Dating	Practice	was	set	up	as	something	that	was	clearly	a	game,	and	they	
were literally playing	along.	
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	 “Further,	if	the	individual	takes	on	a	task	that	is	
not	only	new	to	him,	but	also	unestablished	in	the	society,	
or	if	he	attempts	to	change	the	light	in	which	his	task	is	
viewed,	he	is	likely	to	find	that	there	are	already	several	
well-established	fronts	among	which	he	must	choose.	
Thus,	when	a	task	is	given	a	new	front	we	seldom	find	that	
the	front	it	is	given	is	itself	new.”	-Goffman
	 I’d	like	to	talk	about	performance	and	rehearsal.	The	difference	
between	practice	and	the	real	thing	is	in	the	name.	I	could	have	easily	been	
on	a	date	with	the	performers,	but	by	calling	it	practice	we	established	an	
unspoken	script.	Therefore,	we	knew	how	to	act,	and	it	wasn’t	a	date,	it	
was	just	practice.	
	 The	nature	of	rehearsal	is	to	allow	for	attempted	performances	
to	succeed	or	fail	before	the	final	performance.	The	assumption	is	that	
each	rehearsal	will	be	different	because	it	is	progressing	toward	the	goal	
of	the	performance	and	eliminating	anything	faulty	on	the	way.	The	
rehearsal	is	low	stakes	and	the	performance	is	assumed	to	be	of	higher	
stakes;	otherwise	rehearsing	would	not	be	necessary.	This	is	due	to	the	
singular	nature	of	performance.	As	Peggy	Phelan	said,	“Performance’s	
only	life	is	in	the	present.	Performance	cannot	be	saved,	recorded,	
documented,	or	otherwise	participate	in	the	circulation	of	representations	
of	representations:	once	it	does	so,	it	becomes	something	other	than	
performance.”4	I	can	only	go	on	a	first	date	with	someone	once.	I	have	one	
chance	to	make	a	formative	first	impression.	How	can	I	do	that	without	
blowing	the	first	shot?	The	only	logical	thing	to	do	was	to	practice.	There	
is	a	system	of	practice	that	is	built	into	the	digital	arena.	One	can	see	how	
many	people	are	view	their	profile.	If	you	are	getting	a	lot	of	traffic	you	
are	likely	doing	something	right,	and	by	something	I	mean	you	have	a	
favorable	profile	picture.	Remember,	that’s	the	gateway.	By	changing	how	
one	presents	online	is	essentially	the	digital	form	of	practicing;	until	it	
comes	to	the	conversing	part.		
	 The	performers	often	spoke	aloud	while	choosing	their	persona.	
They	commented	and	said	what	was	favourable	or	unfavourable	about	the	
options	placed	in	front	of	them.	They	chose	whomever	they	gave	the	best	
reviews	to.	All	of	their	context	came	from	the	profile	pics.	
	 There	are	blips	in	performances	that	can	jeopardize	and	ruin	
their	previous	interpretation.	This	goes	back	to	the	ideas	of	the	sincere	
and	cynical	performers.	If	performances	were	to	be	placed	on	a	spectrum,	
at	one	end	would	be	the	sincere	performers	and	on	the	other	would	be	
the	cynical	performers.	In	reality,	it	is	rarely	this	polarizing.	Sincere	
performers	believe	in	the	performance	they	are	giving.	Where	as,	cynical	
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performers	don’t	believe	in	their	act.5 
	 These	blips	can	be	subtle	an	unobtrusive	or	they	can	be	of	the	
wrong	kind	and	make	it	so	the	audience	can	no	longer	believe	in	the	act	
that	they	once	did.	This	can	be	caused	by	something	nonsynchronous	in	
the	front	or	behavior	of	the	performer.	If	the	front	is	established	and	the	
performer	acts	out	of	the	front	in	a	way	that	doesn’t	reflect	back	to	the	
front	they	establish	it	leaves	the	audience	feeling	deceived	and	aware	that	
they	are	watching	a	performance.	The	illusion	is	shattered.	This	kind	of	
hiccup	is	almost	impossible	to	come	back	from.	“In	other	words,	we	must	
be	prepared	to	see	that	the	impression	of	reality	fostered	by	a	performance	
is	a	delicate,	fragile	thing	that	can	be	shattered	by	very	minor	mishaps.”6 
	 When	a	performance	is	revealed	it	is	like	being	outed.	Which	brings	
me	to	another	observation:	none	of	the	performers	mentioned	that	these	
were	gay	dates.	The	three	performers,	whom	I	hadn’t	met,	all	identified	
as	women,	they	were	asked	to	choose	the	persona	of	another	woman,	and	
they	were	practice	dating	me,	a	woman.	Kelly	had	asked	women	and	men	
on	practice	dates	with	me,	but	only	women	agreed.	I	wonder	if	this	goes	
back	to	Dating	Practice	clearly	being	a	game.	A	game,	like	fiction,	has	rules	
and	guidelines	that	are	set	up	by	its	creator.	“The	story-teller	has	this	
license	among	many	others,	that	he	can	select	his	world	of	representation	
so	that	it	either	coincides	with	the	realities	we	are	familiar	with	or	departs	
from	them	in	what	particulars	he	pleases.”7	These	established	settings	
allow	for	certain	fantasies	to	exist	as	realities.	Maybe	queerness	would	have	
been	brought	up	if	it	were	a	real	date,	if	they	were	actually	confronted	with	
gender	and	sexuality	in	the	scenario;	or	maybe	I	would	have	had	a	different	
set	of	performers	entirely	if	I	was	going	on	actual	dates.
	 I	began	this	piece	with	the	intention	to	critique	the	current,	
required	method	of	matchmaking	for	millennials.	Through	navigating	
its	absurdities	with	real	people	I	found	that	they	are	less	concerned	with	
structure,	and	more	concerned	with	helping	me	out.	Dating	Practice	may	
have	started	with	OkCupid,	but	before	OkCupid	there	was	an	impetuous	 
to	cure	loneliness.	
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I	copied	and	pasted	my	conversation	
from	one	tinder	match	to	another.	
Each	boy	thought	they	were	talking	
to	me,	but	they	were	unknowingly	
communicating	with	another	dude.	
Some	pairs	totally	hit	it	off...
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...	and	some	clearly	didn’t.
Sweetie.
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	 I	recently	received	my	first	haircut	in	five	years.	Before	I	was	
approached	with	scissors,	my	friend	asked	if	I	was	about	to	change	
categories.	What	she	was	asking	was	if	I	was	going	to	“out”	myself	with	
my	haircut.	I	was	not.	I	am	interested	in	visually	placing	myself	in	an	
ambiguous	space-	identifiable	to	other	queers,	but	under	the	radar	to	
everyone	else.	My	fear	about	cutting	my	hair	short	is	directly	related	to	
my	fear	of	immediately	being	read	as	queer,	because	I	do	not	want	to	give	
another	person	that	power.
	 This	wig	is	made	from	the	leftovers	of	that	recent	haircut,	in	
addition	to	an	amalgamation	of	my	friends’	hair.	A	collected	collective	self.	
It	is	created	mimic	the	haircut	I	currently	have.	After	the	wig	is	constructed	
it	is	cut	twice:	once	after	its	completion,	into	the	do	that	I	will	be	donning,	
and	again	as	a	comment	on	a	declarative	act.	It	is	an	object	and	it	is	a	
performance.	With	this	wig	I	explore	what	it	means	to	categorize	the	self	
rather	than	being	categorized	by	others,	and	how	that	shift	in	declaration	
speaks	to	ownership	and	power.		
	 We	place	others	in	categories	based	on	their	appearances	almost	
immediately.	I	would	argue	that	before	anything	else,	we	decide	another	
person’s	gender.	This	is	done	unconsciously.	
	 “She left her	coffee	on	the	counter.”	
	 “Did	you	see	his	shirt?”
	 	By	assuming	an	aspect	of	identity	we	are	also	assuming	a	
combination	of	other	attributes	that	we	associate	with	that	aspect	of	
identity.	“It’s	a	girl!”	or	“It’s	a	boy!”	are	the	first	sentences	declared	
when	we	enter	the	world.	They	indoctrinate	us	into	a	social	role,	therefore	
ingraining	in	us	early	on	that	gender	assumption	is	immediate.	This	initial	
indoctrination	only	needs	to	happen	once	in	order	to	understand	how	to	
behave	within	the	constraints	of	social	norms,	however	are	social	roles	are	
constantly	being	reinforced.		
 
	 Peggy	Phelan	suggests	that	a	performance	can	only	exist	once.	
It	can	be	performed	numerous	times,	but	each	time	it	is	different,	
and	therefore	the	performance	is	rendered	as	something	other	than	
Tying the Knot
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performance.1	This	haircut	can	only	happen	once,	and	even	though	the	hair	
is	real	it	will	never	grow	again.	I	suspect	that	Phelan	would	call	the	act	of	
coming	out	a	performance	as	well	because	it	only	happens	once	and	each	
subsequent	act	is	different.	
 
	 Coming	out	is	the	semi-fictitious,	semi-expected,	often	self-
induced,	ritualistic	experience	performed	by	queers	and	the	like.	It	is	
when	a	queer	person	first	declares	their	queerness,	their	gender	or	
sexual	otherness,	to	an	audience.	It	is	seldom	a	singular	event,	but	like	
many	significant	events,	the	first	time	gets	marked	in	the	calendar	
for	later	nostalgia.	Coming	out	is	an	act	that	relinquishes	the	formerly	
established	containers	that	one	once	fit	in,	and	replaces	them	with	new	
constraints.	This	subversive	act	is	a	self	declaration	as	opposed	to	a	societal	
assumption.	
	 The	previous	hair	owners	are	all	friends	of	mine.	Their	hair	was	
graciously	donated	to	me.	All	of	it	was	given-	not	taken,	nor	found.	I	
changed	the	physical	attributes	of	their	hair	after	it	had	left	their	bodies,	
to	more	closely	resemble	mine.	Why	do	some	parts	of	us	become	repulsive	
when	they	are	decontextualized?	Hair	on	your	head	is	normal,	attractive	
even,	but	cut	that	hair	off	and	the	pile	it	creates	on	the	floor	becomes	
instantaneously	gross.	Its	value	lives	through	its	attachment	to	the	
body	–	to	the	human.	As	Julia	Kristeva	says,	“The	abject	is	the	violence	
of	mourning	for	an	‘object’	that	has	always	already	been	lost.”2	A	wig	is	
simply	a	reorganized	pile	of	hair.	By	using	real	hair	that	has	been	detached	
from	its	former	body	its	value	will	be	reclaimed.	Through	its	gathered	
hairs	this	wig	becomes	a	literal	translation	of	the	idea	of	the	collected	self.	
The	self	is	continuously	being	reinforced	by	its	relation	to	societal	norms;	
whether	they	are	being	accepted	or	rejected.	This	is	especially	true	for	
queerness	and	how	the	self	becomes	othered.	
	 “Generally,	the	trend	in	men’s	hair	from	the	late	1760’s	was	toward	
a	more	“natural”	look,	while	women’s’	headdresses	were	noticeably	
artificial.”3	It	is	a	nod	to	this	gendered	history	that	this	wig	is	read	as	
real,	but	also	as	a	wig.	Also,	in	the	late	1700’s	the	high	roll	wig	style	was	
being	elevated	“from	the	status	of	“frivolous”	fashion	to	that	of	political	
problem.”	The	political	problem	being	that	wigs	were	beginning	to	be	too	
similar	to	military	headdress	and	made	women	seem	too	masculine.	What	
is	masculine	is	powerful	and	that	was	now	being	jeopardized	by	women	
appearing	masculine,	therefore	powerful.
	 Stories	of	Marie	Antoinette	and	Samson	are	both	about	power	
though	their	hair,	but	power	of	different	kinds.	Marie	Antoinette,	Queen	
of	France	and	wife	of	Louis	XVI,	was	not	allowed	to	execute	her	power	as	a	
political	leader.	In	a	letter	to	her	brother	Joseph	II	she	wrote,	“So	I	can	tell	
you	that	political	affairs	are	those	over	which	I	have	the	least	control….”4 
She	turned	to	fashion	to	elevate	her	status.	Wigs	became	an	important	
political	statement	for	her.	In	a	later	letter	to	her	brother	Joseph	II	she	
wrote,	“Without	ostentation	or	lies,	I	allow	the	public	to	believe	that	I	have	
more	credit	[with	the	King]	than	I	do	in	reality,	because,	if	people	were	not	
to	believe	me	on	this	point,	I	would	have	less	power	still.”	When	Delilah	cut	
Samson’s	hair	his	vow	to	God	was	broken.	He	lost	his	superhuman	strength	
and	was	therefore	powerless.5	By	dramatically	cutting	the	hair	on	my	head	I	
would	be	losing	the	power	that	comes	with	choosing	when	and	where	to	be	
invisible,	and	to	whom.	It	would	be	a	visual	outing;	one	without	language.	
	 Outing	oneself,	either	visually	or	verbally,	is	part	of	the	formation	
of	the	self.	Coming	out	is	related	to	coming	into	being.	The	stage	in	
development	when	a	baby	identifies	their	own	image	is	what	Jacques	Lacan	
calls	the	Mirror	Stage.6	This	is	not	necessarily	their	first	encounter	with	a	
mirror,	but	the	first	time	they	see	themselves	as	an	object	in	the	mirror;	as	
something	other,	separate	from	everything	else.	In	recognizing	themselves	
and	remembering	their	recognition	they	are	identifying	themselves	as	“I.”	
This	is	also	related	to	the	formation	of	the	ego.7	The	mirror	stage	happens	
before	language	and	before	entering	into	the	symbolic	order.8 
	 On	the	other	hand,	speech	acts	are	entirely	language	based.	A	
speech	act	is	an	utterance	that	in	its	uttering	performs	what	is	being	
uttered.9	A	traditional	example	is	the	wedding	declaration	“I	now	
pronounce	you….”	In	uttering	this	statement,	it	is	performed	and	the	
two	people	are	wed.	Judith	Butler	takes	this	further	by	suggesting	that	it	
is	not	just	in	the	uttering	that	the	utterance	is	performed,	it	is	also	the	
established	social	precedents	that	came	before.10	In	the	case	of	marriage	it	
is	not	just	saying,	“I	now	pronounce	you…”	that	has	binding	power,	but	the	
legacy	of	established	authority	in	that	context.11	The	“It’s	a	girl!”	and	“It’s	
a	boy!”	statements	previously	mentioned	are	also	speech	acts	that	perform	
what	is	being	declared.	Before	one	can	make	speech	acts	or	declarative	
statements,	one	must	be	afforded	the	ability	to	participate	in	discourse.
	 We	assume	that	if	there	is	a	discourse	there	must	be	an	“I”	
present,	but	as	Butler	explains,	it	is	through	discourse	in	which	the	“I”	is	
mobilized	and	afforded	the	ability	to	speak;	after	being	named	or	called.	
The	declaration	of	the	“I”	is	the	declaration	of	not	other. As	the	mirror	
stage	suggests,	it	is	establishing	the	self	as	something	that	is	separate	
[other]	from	everything	else.	In	some	instances,	like	coming	out,	it	is	the	
declaration	of	the	self	as	other.	This	time,	other	refers	to	the	otherness	of	
queerness,	or	not	of	the	norm.		
	 When	Butler	speaks	of	declarations	with	respect	to	the	word	queer,	
she	is	referring	to	those	who	do	not	claim	it	as	part	of	their	identity.	
62 Context Clues 63
Therefore,	those	who	are	declaring	queer	for	others	hold	the	power	in	those	
declarations.	Coming	out	is	a	subversive	act	because	it	is	the	self	that	is	
declaring	queerness,	therefore	it	is	a	reclamation	of	power	and	ownership	
of	one’s	identity.	To	declare	oneself	queers	the	notion	of	categorization	
because	one	is	self-categorizing	as	opposed	to	having	categories	put	
upon	them.	Because	categories	are	inescapable,	one	cannot	be	outside	of	
categorization,	this	active	approach	allows	one	to	reclaim	ownership	and	
power	over	their	identity.			
	 I	would	like	to	thank	Lois,	Kelly,	Emily,	and	Mina	for	donating	
their	hair	to	this	wig.	It	will	accompany	mine.
What to do with the leftovers
Two stories 
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Breast Pocket
 My friend and I were visiting our 
friend, Elaine. This was the first time she 
invited us into her home. I was wearing a 
long sleeve, denim (well, chambray)  
button up with two breast pockets, buttoned 
to the top. This may seem trivial, but  
becomes an important detail later on. We sat 
in the living room. We weren’t required to 
take our shoes off, which somehow felt  
intrusive on our part, but welcoming on hers. 
 The three of us began discussing a 
project we were working on together. Either 
in a self conscious moment to address my  
appearance or to preoccupy my fidgety fingers 
I combed my hands through my hair. Upon  
removing my hand from my hair a significant 
amount of loose hairs followed; trapped  
between my digits. I gathered the hairs into 
one consolidated clump. As I was about to 
nonchalantly sprinkle them away from my body 
Elaine made eye contact with me. I  
immediately felt guilty. Who was I to toss my 
loose hairs around so carelessly? And in her 
apartment, her home. I was about to litter 
her floor with the leftovers from my body. 
 Elaine probably didn’t think  
anything of it. Our eye contact was  
accidental. She did not give me death stares 
or even “a look.” Our eyes just happened to 
cross paths and connect. I was caught in the 
act. In one swift movement I changed  
directions. As nonchalantly as I was about to 
discard my clump in hand I drew my arm back 
toward my chest. I looked down at my lap then 
took in my whole body below my chin. With 
the clump in my right hand I took my left and 
pried open my left breast pocket and neatly 
tucked the loose hairs away. Elaine watched 
me do this. She hadn’t broken eye contact. 
She didn’t acknowledge my absurd behavior. I 
looked over at Emily and she was glaring at 
me with confusion and mild disgust; an  
appropriate response. 
... runs on Dunkin
 I was at a reading event in Boston 
where I ran into a friend from school. I was 
growing restless throughout the talk, not for 
lack of interest, but because of progressive 
stomach pains. Slowly and subtly my insides 
were betraying me. Think lava lamp. My friend 
offered me a ride back to Providence. I was 
hesitant to accept due to my current state. 
Then, I imagined the alternative- waiting 
two more hours for a rocky train ride while 
clenching my bicycle. 
 The car conversation was lovely.  
Externally, everything was great.  
Internally, I was trying hard to hold on and 
hold it down. 
 I felt the lava bubbling up.  
Eruption was close. I asked how far away we 
were from Providence. She said, “About 20 
minutes. Why are you still not feeling…” and 
the word “well” must have been my cue. I 
threw up in my hands and held them against 
my face like a dusk mask. The seal was tight 
against my skin to make sure no particles, 
solid or liquid, got in or out. After  
reacting with a grossed out and surprised 
sound she asked if I was okay. I spoke 
through my mask as not to undo everything I 
tried so hard to contain. I spotted a coffee 
cup in the passenger seat door, within arm’s 
reach. As I had suspected it was used as a 
garbage receptacle; now, it was to be used 
as a vomit receptacle. I slowly peeled my 
hands away from my face, breaking the seal, 
and poured what had just poured out of me 
onto a pile of receipts abandoned in a Dunkin 
Donuts cup. 
 I looked up and the glove  
compartment was opened for me; displaying its 
insides as I had just done. I pawed at the 
napkins liberally. My first instinct was to 
wipe the few drips that landed on the seat, 
because my hands were not Ziploc tight, and I 
wanted to leave no trace. I had executed the 
politest car vomiting.
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Doubleday,	1959.	Print.
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2.	Kristeva,	Julia.	“Approaching	Abjection.”	Oxford	Lit	Review	Oxford	Literary	Review 
5.1-2	(1982):	125-49.	Web.
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place,	Oct.	2011.	Web.	11	May	2016.
4.	Weber,	Caroline.	Queen	of	Fashion:	What	Marie	Antoinette	Wore	to	the	Revolution.	New	
York:	H.	Holt,	2006.	Print.
5.	Samson	was	a	Nazirite	and	was	born	to	deliver	Israel	from	the	Philistines.	He	
had	superhuman	strength	and	promised	never	to	cut	his	hair.	If	his	hair	was	cut	he	
would	lose	his	strength	and	be	as	weak	as	man.	He	was	a	Nazirite	and	his	people	
were	fighting	against	the	Philistines.	He	fell	in	love	with	a	Philistine	whose	name	
was	Delilah.	The	ruler	of	the	Philistines	bribed	Delilah	to	find	out	what	gave	Samson	
his	strength.	After	many	failed	attempts,	she	seduced	him	into	telling	her	that	his	
hair	was	the	root	of	his	strength.	One	night	Samson	fell	asleep	on	Delilah’s	lap.	She	
called	him	to	awake	to	warn	him	that	the	Philistines	were	coming	for	him.	He	rose	
and	was	unable	to	fight	because	Delilah	had	shaved	his	head	in	his	sleep.	He	was	
held	captive	as	their	prisoner.	While	in	their	captivity	Samson’s	hair	grew	long.	He	
prayed	to	the	Lord	and	his	strength	came	back.	He	pushed	down	the	pillars	of	the	
temple	killing	more	Philistines	than	in	previous	total	under	the	weight	of	the	roof.	In	
this	final	act	he	too	died	under	the	weight	of	the	temple.		
-”Judges	Chapter	13-16.”	Holy	Bible:	New	International	Version.	Grand	Rapids,	MI:	
Zondervan,	2011.	N.	pag.	Print.
6.	Lacan,	Jacques.	Ecrits.	Paris:	Editions	Du	Seuil,	1966.	Print.
7.	For	Freud	the	psyche	is	split	into	the	id,	the	superego,	and	the	ego.	The	id	is	
the	unconscious	place	where	all	instinctual	desires	live;	it	is	completely	pleasure	
seeking.	The	superego	is	the	conscience,	where	values	and	moral	judgments	live.	
Like	the	id	the	ego	is	pleasure	seeking.	The	ego	is	rational	and	problem	solving.	The	
task	of	the	ego	is	to	regulate	the	id	and	the	superego,	to	not	let	the	id	act	on	any	and	
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all	desires,	but	to	keep	it	in	reality.	The	double	is	the	splitting	of	the	ego	when	the	
ego	is	forming.	It	keeps	the	ego	in	check	as	it	is	learning	its	boundaries.
-Freud,	Sigmund,	and	James	Strachey.	The	Ego	and	the	Id.	New	York:	Norton,	1962.	
Print.
8.	The	Symbolic	(or	Symbolic	Order)	is	a	part	of	the	psychoanalytic	theory	of	Jacques	
Lacan,	part	of	his	attempt	“to	distinguish	between	those	elementary	registers	whose	
grounding	I	later	put	forward	in	these	terms:	the	symbolic,	the	imaginary,	and	the	
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“The	Symbolic.”	Wikipedia.	Wikimedia	Foundation,	n.d.	Web.	11	May	2016.
-Lacan,	Jacques.	Ecrits.	Paris:	Editions	Du	Seuil,	1966.	Print.
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illocutionary	act.	A	speech	act	is	an	utterance	in	which	the	thing	being	uttered	also	
performs	the	utterance.	“…	it	is	the	production	of	the	token	in	the	performance	
of	the	speech	act	that	constitutes	the	basic	unit	of	linguistic	communication.”	
Performance	is	key	to	a	speech	act.	It	is	in	the	performance	or	utterance	that	the	act	
becomes.	A	sentence	cannot	perform	a	proposition,	but	the	utterance	of	a	sentence	
can	express	a	proposition.	
	 As	Searle	is	concerned,	there	are	two	types	of	rules:	regulative	and	
constitutive.	Regulative	rules	“regulate	pre-existing	activity,	whose	existence	is	
logically	independent	of	the	existence	of	the	rules.”	Constitutive	rules	“constitute	an	
activity	the	existence	of	which	is	logically	dependent	on	the	rules.”
	 Searle	analyzes	the	act	of	promising	as	one	example	of	a	speech	act.	
Because	humans	and	language	are	tricky	he	limits	his	analysis	to	explicit	promises.	
He	has	come	up	with	nine	rules	given	the	statement:	“Given	that	a	speaker	S utters a 
sentence T	in	the	presence	of	a	hearer	H,	then,	in	the	utterance	of	T,	S	sincerely	(and	
non-defectively)	promises	that	p	to	H	if	and	only	if:”
1. Everyone	knows	how	to	speak	and	hear	each	other.	They	are	not	trying	to	
obscure	meaning/	telling	jokes	etc.
2. The	speaker	expresses	a	promise	in	the	utterance	to	the	hearer	that	is	
distinguishable	from	other	content	in	said	utterance.
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this the Sincerity	Condition.
7. For	the	speaker,	the	utterance	of	the	promise	will	bind	them	to	do	so.	By	
promising	aloud	to	the	hearer	it	becomes	an	obligation	to	do	what	is	
promised.	Searle	calls	this	the	Essential	Condition.
8. By	uttering	their	promise,	the	speaker	intends	the	hearer	to	believe	them.
9. The	promise	is	only	correctly	uttered	if	(1-8)	are	true.	
-Austin,	J.	L.	How	to	Do	Things	with	Words.	Cambridge:	Harvard	UP,	1962.	Print.
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“sex”	New	York:	Routledge,	1993.	N.	pag.	Print.
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